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According to a series of reports in early January, arms trafficking on the border between Costa
Rica and Panama is becoming a serious problem. Although police from both countries confirm the
weapons trafficking, and the presence of irregular armed groups operating near the border, they say
it is unclear whether rebels, common criminals, or drug traffickers are responsible. On Jan. 14, Costa
Rican Civil Guard director Guillermo Saenz said at least 200 weapons per month are being sold by
former Nicaraguan army troops and contras to Panamanians, with most transactions taking place in
the Costa Rican province of Limon. He said Costa Ricans act as intermediaries in the transactions.
Saenz added that during the past four months, Costa Rican police have seized an average of ten
weapons per month, mostly AK-47 assault rifles, in areas near the border with Nicaragua. He said
intercepting arms is difficult, since many weapons are brought into the country by Nicaraguan
nationals who work the banana and coffee harvests. Authorities have also detected the presence
of Panamanians who flee to Costa Rican territory after committing robberies and other crimes on
the Panamanian side of the border. "The assailants use military arms and uniforms, but we have no
hard evidence indicating these are guerrilla groups," said Saenz. Most of the information provided
by Saenz was corroborated in Panama by Manuel Coloma, spokesperson for the Technical Judicial
Police (Policia Tecnica Judicial, PTJ). He said the PTJ is investigating a wave of recent robberies
and other crimes in which witnesses saw assailants flee towards Costa Rica. Coloma said the PTJ
and the Costa Rican Civil Guard have launched a joint operation on both sides of the border to
crack down on arms trafficking rings. (Sources: Agence France-Presse, 01/13/93, 01/14/93; Agencia
Centroamericana de Noticias-Spanish news service EFE, 01/14/93)
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